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“The party’s over!”* 


Violence is omnipresent. We are presented with images of atrocities daily by 
films, newspapers, television, video games, and other media. The artists in this 
exhibition confront the challenging conundrum of how to address violence in 
their work without falling into trivialization or simulation; they believe in a 
social commitment and the need to debate, interpret, and educate on these 
sensitive subjects. But how is one to represent brutal and unjust acts without 
glorifying them? How can victims or those affected by violence be honored 
without turning it into spectacle? How can one dissent against the status quo or 
the powers that rule? How can one testify to the present? How can something 


that is beyond representation be addressed from an artistic perspective? 


* The words of El Salvadorian president Antonio Saca in 2004 when he presented the plan known as Stiper 


Mano Dura (Super Crackdown), aimed at reinforcing the previous plan, Afano Dura (Crackdown), both of which 
were designed to put an end to street violence. 


Dictation. Art and Conflict in Central America brings together a group of young 
artists born in the 1970s and 80s who work mainly in the fields of installation, 
photography, video, and performance. The pieces presented here are a response 
or reaction to processes of violence, understood as that derived from the 
multiple conflicts of the past decades in Central America and carried out by the 
State and other armed entities, but also as a daily and psychological reality. 
According to the terminological analysis of Marta Cabrera, seen from this 
perspective it is possible to speak of “violences” in the plural (symbolic, 
structural, cultural, etc.) based on the understanding that a “broader perspective 
of the phenomenon means talking about overlapping forms of violence as 


opposed to violence in the singular.” 


This multiplicity is corroborated not only by the fact that each context and 
conflict is different, but because each work of art approaches the term in a 
different way: some address it literally or directly by denouncing or pointing out 
while others tackle it metaphorically, or with a sense of humor or through 
poetic acts. The diversity of approaches that are molded by the specificity of 
each context gives rise to a range of questions, critiques, and concrete results. 
The intention of the show is to “re-situate the violence it refers to,’ to quote 
Elena Rosauro when she discusses exhibitions that address conflict in Latin 
America. She emphasizes the need to “re-establish the dimensionality of 
violence that disappears and is flattened out when we pay attention to the 
images that appear in the mass media.” Art offers the opportunity to address 
the violent reality of Central America in a tangential but productive way, when 
it does not fall into the beautification, simplification or pamphletization of 
violent acts but is instead a critical exercise in the sense described by Helena 
Chavez: “Use judgement and evaluation to present the conditions that make 
this [violence] possible in the present.” The unavoidable act of 
comprehension, affirmation, and triumph is shared by this group of artists far 


beyond spatial-temporal limits. 
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The artists participating in Déctation. Art and Conflict in Central America hail from 
the distant corners of the vast and heterogeneous region that includes 
Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama. These 
countries have separate traditions and histories as well as complexities, 
particularities and their own contemporary historical processes; any approach 
to the pieces exhibited here must incorporate the multiethnic, multicultural and 
multilinguistic reality of their countries of origin. As such, it is impossible to 
point to a single identity. What these artists do agree on is that the public 
sphere is the ideal place to pose questions of collective interest in regards to 


violence. 


The artists address and denounce a range of conflicts affecting them. Marcos 
Avila Forero reflects on the effects and the materiality of forced migration 
caused by armed conflicts in a community in Santander, Colombia. Fredman 
Barahona (Elyla Sinvergiienza) and Gabriel Pérez (Miranda de las Calles) 
explore crc »ss-dressing and drag as a potential social protest and allude to the 
political violence of the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua. José Castrellon 
examines a national day of mourning in Panama and questions the sovereignty 
of his country while Benvenuto Chavajay denounces the daily disappearances 
in Guatemala’s recent history. The Fire Theory created an opportunity for 
reconciliation so that ex-guerrilla combatants and ex-soldiers who fought to 
death during the war in El Salvador could live side by side peacefully. 


Adrian Flores Sancho revives torture, the presence of violence and pain as a 
fading memory. Regina José Galindo aims to give voice to those silenced by 
crime, social injustice and other abuses of power in Guatemala while Leonardo 
Gonzalez investigates the physical “legacy” of the dictatorship of Tiburcio 
Carias Andino in Honduras. Melissa Guevara questions the finiteness and 
fragility of time and human life. Jessica Lagunas reacts to the violence and 
oppression orchestrated by the military in Guatemala during 36 years of civil 
war. Naufus Ramirez-Figueroa looks into how we process trauma and 
memories and Crack Rodriguez criticizes the legacy of discipline, repression 
and domination in schooling, Christian Salablanca explores how to deal with 
human loss from both the individual and collective perspectives in Costa Rica 


while Edwin Sanchez examines the circulation of testimony and weapons in 


Bogota. Lastly, Adan Vallecillo confronts the prevailing impunity in Honduras 
and Tatvana Zambrano parodies the esthetic validation of the Colombian 


armed conflict. 


As stated, the pieces in this show reflect on violence but also on the conflicts 
surrounding the artists, who in turn address their subject matter using different 
strategies. Some explore the impact of violent acts on the body and the psyche 
of the individual while others submit their own bodies to brutal acts to 
recontextualize the notion of violence thereby shattering the indifference we 
sometimes fall into. Some go so far as to commit illicit acts while others 
encourage the audience to pause and reflect on the images to create their own 


meanings. 


One aspect to consider when contemplating a work of art is its ability to 
generate empathy and the capacity to understand or share others’ experiences 
from one’s own perspective. Many artists aim to have an effect on spectators 
and alter people’s convictions or emotional patterns; the objective of Dictation. 
Art and Conflict in Central America is to demonstrate that although each 
experience in a conflict is unique, it is possible to be empathetic in the face of 
the pain and suffering of others and there can be a powerful link between art 
and life when the correct connections are created. 


Isabela Villanueva and Juan José Santos / Curators 


Naufus Ramirez-Figueroa. Friendly Ghost, 2012. Digital photograph 
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